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Ramakanta Rath was born in 1934. He has published nine 
volumes of poetry and received the Sahitya Akademi Award 
(1978), the Sarala Prize (1984), the Saraswati Samman (1992), 
the Kabir Samman (1993) and the Rashtrabhusan Samman 
(2002 )and several other awards. His Sri Radha has been 
translated into English and many Indian languages. 
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Since the publication of his first volume of poems in 1962, Ramakanta Rath 
has come to be regarded as one of the finest contemporary poets. In this slim 
volume of verse Rath selects from the full range of his work a representative 
core and explores themes that impart meaning or irony to our lives and 
longings, love and separation, despair and death. 


His prime concem is the delusion of the living process — be it love or death. He 
strung together Oriya poetic traditions into a new format. The structure of the 
lines, the diction and the syntax were clearly new, yet rooted in the soil. 


There is enormous sadness underpinning Ramakanta Rath’s poetry, all the 
more powerful for being expressed simply . .. Perhaps the only poet as 
haunted by the poignancy of love passing was Pablo Neruda. 


Ramakanta Rath’s carly poetry dealt with romantic emotions and rhetorical 
statements in a reflective-meditative mood. But he quickly grew out of it and 
moved towards a complex apprehension of the duality of existence and also 
towards freer poetic movement... Rath provided a deep troubled voice to 
modern Oriya poetry, troubled because of its intense awareness of futility. 
J M Mohanty 


I know of no other poet who achieved so intense and profound a poem of 
love (as Sri Radha) — a masterpiece of remorseless uncovering of the ever 
unfulfilled experience of erotic love that aspires to union with the divine 
which lies beyond human reach in this life. Kathleen Raine 
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WHAT SHALL I WEAR 
ON THE DAY OF MY DEATH? 


What shall I wear on the day of my death? 
Perhaps I should wear shorts. People might then 
believe I was every inch a sportsman 

till my breath lasted, 

bothered by nothing, smart and free from fear 
or remorse, 

and my life was, as it were, an intermission 
when I rested in some game I was playing. 


But shouldn’t I wear a dhot instead? 

People might believe I was, till my breath lasted, 
a man whose life was a long, happy leisure. 
Death was like a Sunday. Outside, in the streets, 
loudspeakers spilled songs from movies. 

Inside, in the room, 

we smoked, and drank tea, and talked 

of cabbages and kings. 


Why not wear a suit? 

I might then pass off 

as a high officer of the most refined taste 

and of a temper unperturbed by events. 

Dying, like any other work, was properly attended to. 
The responsibility was not shirked, 


nor did the matter cause undue concern. 


But whatever I wear, yet another death shall occur 

on the day of my death. 

The child who never wore a shirt and who spent 

entire days chasing dragonflies or looking for berries 
in the forest 

shall also die on the day of my death. 

He did not die as long as 1 lived. 
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On some nights, he used to steal away into sunlight, 

into meadows, into his own innocence, 

and into birdsong hiding in the topmost branches 
of trees. 


He will die without a shirt on his body. 

He will not return, 

for the road would have been blocked by 

a different time 

extending from the cremation ground to the clouds. 
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LIFETIME 


I made no enquiries. 

I just gave away my lifetime to you. 

What could be more normal than that giving away? 
Your embrace was total, like death’s, 

without death’s terror or ugliness. 


In you the sky was always blue, 

the sunlight always tender, 

the clouds always few and white, 

the forest always resonant with the laughter 
homecoming exiles laugh to their heart’s content. 
In you the birds always sang, 

and the mountains always sprang to life 

without notice, and breathed. 


I have never understood 

what you are made of. Is it the courage 
concealed in the foliage of our fears? 

Is it the moonlight that shines on rifle barrels? 
Is it that teardrop 

shining in the corners of assassins’ eyes? 
Are you the time that stood 

outside the world’s doors when its streets 
had a blood-wash, and its walls 

had reinforcement from steel 

and skeletons of infants? 


I made no enquiries. I only saw 

there were flowers as far as eyes could see. 
Pebbles became rubies, decomposed corpses 
stood up, shook off the dust from their bodies. 
Lies were burnt into cinders. 

Hands that did violence had become dust. 
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There was no sorrow left. Sorrows, it seemed, 
were mere tricks of the mind. 


There were no evil omens 

when I was drawn into you like a breath. 
Owls didn’t hoot at odd hours, 

nor did dogs and jackals howl; 

on the contrary, dreams of long ago 
suddenly materialised, deserts became green. 
All the world’s orphans suddenly disappeared 
from all the world’s orphanages. 


All the world’s watchmen disappeared 

with all the world’s prisons. 

I couldn’t see a grey hair on your head, 

or a single wound in your marvellous body. 

How could I stay away from the death 

in your eyes that waited centuries for me? 

The moment I touched you my flesh and my veins 
burned with the madness of ancient voyages. 
Like a boat, I sailed away 

in the unchartered ocean of your intimacy. 
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THE SOLDIER IN EXILE 


Sometimes I wish I should return, 

throw this body to the ground before the judges 
installed in all the marketplaces of my country, 
and tell them, come, hang it 

on your gallows of prefabricated words. 


Sometimes I wish I should stop hiding among rocks, 
and feeding on the sunlight and on the wind, 

sail across the ocean’s nights and days. 

I would then unload all my bones 

into the arms of the soil smiling at my homecoming 
and tell it I have no further part 

in its future. 


I however hesitate. 
The shores of my country would be inaccessible 
with stones dislodged by vengeance and counter- 
vengeance 

and with putrid weeds of mangled interpretations, 
all its green and proud forests would have been burnt 
by loud proclamations of conquests 

that never occurred, 

its body bleeding, 

its railways and roadways and harbours shattered, 
encampments of imported mercenaries 

all along the banks of its moist eyes. 


All this notwithstanding, 

I sometimes wish I should return, 

but some other times I do not wish I 
should return. 

Sometimes it seems all my love is a moon 
rising every evening and setting every dawn 
in the sky above wherever I exist. 


Sometimes, however, I wish I should return. 
15 
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Two Excerpts from TEN LOVE POEMS 
I HAD SPREAD MY NET OF WORDS 
AROUND YOU 


I had spread my net of words around you 
and believed you had no way out. 

Some of the words had multiple meanings. 
I had thought your lifetime, too, 

like mine, was made of words, 

and my words would always hover over 
your intermittent silences. 


How could I have known that I had encountered 
not you, but your shadow? 

I thought it was pleased with my words and smiled, 
or, annoyed, it hurled flaming rocks spewed up 
by volcanoes. 

We both had wrested from the wind 

the lost words of our dreams. 

We both had wailed with one voice, 

and had lost ourselves in each other’s embrace. 
Words are witnesses to all this, 

but all this disappeared with your arrival. 


I was dumb. 1 simply looked at you, 

You were the past, the present, and the future, 

the single moment of the incomings and outgoings 
of all seasons, 

the biography of jasmines, of butterflies, 

and of thunders. 

I had no words, not even words to describe 

my condition of never having existed. 
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WHAT ARE YOU? 


What are you? I think you are 

pure movement, and nothing but movement. 
Sometimes, it is true, I see you draped in a sari 
but, oftener, you are a disembodied impatience, 
an invisible ship voyaging with a hurricane’s speed 
across an invisible ocean 

throughout the day and throughout the night 
with a cargo of stifled words. 


I could not see you, for the gale had blown away 
my eyes, and my words were lost 

somewhere in your embrace. 

I was speechless and could not give the world 
the details of what you were. 

The streets, as usual, teemed with people. 
There were, as usual, flowers in the garden. 
Stars, as usual, thronged the whole sky. 

But you, who are movement and nothing 

but movement 

were, as usual, to be found nowhere. 


And yet I know that I always exist 
on the shaded banks of a fountain 
somewhere within you. 
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ON THE BANKS OF THIS RIVER 


There is a lyric somewhere here, 

on the banks of this river. 

Somewhere, in this dark valley, 

the sun bleeds. 

The wreckages of a ship are regathered 
somewhere here, you are regathered 

in my embrace, and your return 
illumines memory’s numerous corridors. 


I can recognize 

the trees by the roadside, 

and all the stars in the sky. 

The whole universe has been decorated 
in honour of your return. 

Your voice is heard 

in cascades of unimagined words. 

All my fragments are regathered 

and, look, I stir in your breath. 


I seek, on the banks of this river, 

a past plastered with several deaths 
and a future lost somewhere 

in the throats of sleeping birds. 


There is nothing beyond you, even the sky 
terminates in you. 

The sun and the moon shine 

in the firmament around your navel. 

I do not quite dare 

to claim you but, without you, 

what do 1 really have? 

Even I myself do not seem to exist 
except in the consent of your eyes. 
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Are you somewhere here 

on the banks of this river? 

Somewhere here in this valley’s darkness? 
Why don’t you say yes, and allow butterflies 
to fly around your breasts? 


I am the childhood of an infatuated soul, 
and also its youth, 

its prohibited desires, and also its hunger. 
Come, for if you do not come, 

flowers would fall by the roadside and rot. 
Allow me to touch you, and then 

the clouds will burst into rain. 

Come back in the rain’s moment. 

Come back and allow me to whisper 

my account of centuries of sadness 

in the language understood by goddesses. 
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‘Ten Poems from SRI RADHA 
1 THE MORNING TODAY 


The morning today 

is somehow very different. 

What impudence in the sunlight! 

The wind’s thoughts are wandering, 

as though it has seen the long-banished lover 
living in disguise 

in the neighbourhood. 


Last night 

was a night of terrible rain and thunder. 
There were mountains of leaves and flowers. 
I drew myself to myself, 

afraid of the lightning’s luminous assault 

on my eardrums. 


Maybe the darkness of the last night 

fought a bloody battle in the ultimate moments 
of its empire of silence or meaningless words. 
The small residues of its existence 

are already crumbling. 


The morning today 

tells me it shall take away all consciousness 
from this life 

and all the other lives I have yet to live. 

It says all this in a strange language - 

in words different from all the words I’ve known. 


The river, and the forest across the river 
no longer look the same. 

How long can my sickly firmament 
remain immutable? 
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Such tumult in the heart 

is altogether new. 

I do not know if 

on a bend of my life 

or on the path to the river 

a discomfiture lies in ambush. 
I do not know if a love 
annulling all other loves 

will suddenly arrive 

and command my destiny of old age, 
disease and death 

to stop and retreat to 
wherever it came from. 
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2 THEY ALL HEARD YOU 
PLAYING THE FLUTE 


They all heard you playing the flute. 

And each of them thought you called her 

by her name. 

Each of them wore all the jewellery 

and all the silk of all she sought from 

the world. 

They all stuck flowers in their hair, 

drew pictures on their foreheads and breasts 
with the paste of sandalwood, 

put kohl on their eyelids, perfumed their bodies, 
and then, unaware that you were pure void, 

that you never had any company other than yourself, 
threw themselves into your embrace. 


Lover without a body, you erase, 
like the night, 
all incoming and outgoing routes. 


I know you, 

my unhappy, restless lover. 

I therefore came wholly empty-handed. 
I shall not touch you, 

nor see you. 

Of those who are sleeping, 

and of those who are watchful, 

I have no knowledge. 

When grief stifles your breath 
and you stop playing on the flute 
I hear your voiceless summons 
and, like pure silence, 

arrive at you. 


Don’t I know that when this night ends 
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I will go back home and to my death? 

I will however come back to you 
tomorrow night and every night thereafter 
and shall not cease coming 

till, long after each of us is dead, 

you hold me in your arms, 

and I dissolve entirely 

in the emptiness you are made of. 
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3 AFRIEND ENQUIRED 


A friend enquired 

why 1 loved you so recklessly. 

What could 1 tell her? I only looked 
at the constellation above. 

And then, for some unknown reason, 
a chill spread through my bones, 

my whole body shook, 

and words froze in my mouth. 


Outside, the wind was cold, 

but the wind was not the cause. 

I thought there would be a night 

at the end of several nights when 

the sky as usual would be filled with stars 
but I would have disappeared. 


How could I explain 

this and this alone was the cause 
of my reckless love? 

How can one explain 

the true cause 

of terror, 

or of love? 
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4 WHEN, FOR THE FIRST TIME 


When, for the first time, 

I thought I’d touch you, 

my hands froze. 

There was darkness everywhere. 

You, too, like each of my thoughts, 

were lost in that darkness. 

Before I could make up my mind 

if I should go ahead and touch you, 

or if I should put it off and retreat, 

my breathing almost ceased 

as though I saw the river’s onrush 

towards where I stood, 

as though the wind ceased in all the universe 
and as though all my days hereafter would be filled 
with the terror 

of dreams materialising. 


If I touched you, 

you would be lost somewhere in my blood. 
You would no longer walk behind me 
with a flute in your hand. 

You would no longer hide yourself 

to look at me when I 

came out of the river 

with a wet sari draped on my body. 
You would no longer be around 

to lead my thoughts away 

from the way this body of mine 

must one day wither. 

You would be nowhere. 

The wind that dries my wet sari 
would burn up my body. 

I would be ready to listen, but 

the river would stop speaking. 
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And as soon as I came near them, 

birds would fly away. 

Does looking unceasingly at oneself 
always throw one 

into a condition where nothing exists? 
Does one then become, in course of time, 
an immobilised vampire 

inhabiting an inaccessible cave 

and feeding on her own flesh? 


So, is this condition then the best - 
you forever standing near 

and forever unreachable? 

You forever tempting me to touch you, 
and I dying 

in a lifelong moment of indecision? 


I then thought, 

if you forever stood there, 

near and yet far away, 

I would someday come to believe 

you had never belonged to me, 

1 did not belong to you, all you gave me 
was the vision of an unreal image, 

its eyes, lips, arms and the waist, 

all unreal - like the rainbow. 


I then collected 

all half-formed desires, 

joined them together, 

rushed towards you like a gale 
and entwined my fingers 


in your fingers. 
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5 COME, TAKE HALF 


Come, take half 

of the remainder of my life, 

but fill every moment 

of the half that is mine 

with your infatuation. 

Was the bargain unfair? 

Then leave me with a single moment 
and take away the rest of my life, 
but like the sky, 

fill the whole space 


above that moment. 


No, not like the sky. 

Come closer and become the cloud 

over my past, present and future 

so that, when I touched myself, 

I would touch the monsoon of your body. 
Your sighs would breathe 

the gale spewed by the despair 

of a distant ocean 

and, when I smile 

and touch myself, 


the gale would cease. 


My lifetime, 

unconcerned with its nearing death, 
would everyday renew its pilgrimage 
to the early years of your youth. 
You would exist as a mass of blue 
carved by my command, 

or as the blue total 

of all my known, partly known 

and unknown desires. 

Since I always dress in blue, 
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you too must be blue. 

How can you have any other colour when 
it would break my heart 

if you had a colour other than blue? 


Was the bargain unfair? 

Then come, take away 

even that single moment. 

But do not bend down, look straight 
into my eyes. 

Meet there the impudent traveller 
who has passed through hell after hell 
and, at the end of the very last hell, 
stands under a kadamba tree 

and awaits your coming. 
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6 THE INSIDE OF THIS BODY 
The inside of this body 


is silent because 

the inside of this body 

is filled with very loud clamour. 
Terrible shrieks 

annihilate one another 

and create a large enough silence 
to accommodate you. 


The blood of this body 

is cold like ice because 

the blood of this body 

burns with several fires. 

Fires burn one another. 

And then a cold wind 

comes from somewhere. 

My bones, the life 1 have lived 
and the life I will live 

shiver in the cold. 


I had not known silence 

till I heard your voice. 

I had not known, too, 
coolness till the day 

I touched your forehead. 
My hand remained 

in a frozen eternity of snow 
and the paste 

of sandalwood. 
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7 YOU AGOD? 


You a god? Oh, no. 

You are as tender as a butter doll. 

Your eyes are always filled with tears. 

How often, while talking, you stop abruptly 
as though lamentations in the ante-rooms of 
centuries 

converge on your throat? 


When all mourners leave and darkness falls 

you alone stay, and bathe the corpse of someone 
you do not know. 

You alone teach it to speak the way children speak 

and, at midnight, you are either smiling 

as though listening to a lover's whispers, 

or swaying, from head to toe, in the tornado 
of its sighs. 


You alone know what happened in the night. 

At dawn, however, I look at your face and know without 
a doubt you are no god. 

The eyes are red with sleeplessness, the cheeks show 

the course of your tears, 

and, as for your voice, it is hoarse 

with night-long declamations. 


If you were a god, why should you have wept and railed? 
So, dear non-god, even if all the people in the world 
believe you are what you are not, 

I know you will go through a lifetime of anger and sorrow 
till, someday, like mine, 

your breath ceases for ever. 

Come, come, let me erase your grief of failing 

to bend the firmament of stars, 

and the bloodstains of numerous futile battles 
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from your body. 

Look, no hangman has bothered to be present today. 

Descend from the gallows, and under cover of the dawn’s 
mist, 

change into the clothes of the one people believe you are 

and, playfully and bravely, 


arrive on our streets. 


31 


Digitized by srujanika@gmail.com 


RAMAKANTA RATH 


32 


8 YOU ARE THE FRAGRANCE OF ROCKS 


You are the fragrance of rocks, 

the lamentation of each flower, 

the unbearable heat of the moon, 

the icy coolness of the blazing sun, 

the language of my letters to myself, 

the smile with which all despair is borne, 

the millenniums of waiting without a wink of sleep, 

the ultimate futility of all rebellion, 

the exquisite idol made of aspirations, 

the green yesterdays of deserts, 

the monsoon in an apparel of leaves and flowers, 

the illuminated pathway from the clay to the farthest 
planet, 

the fantastic time that’s half-day and half-night, 

the eternity of the sea’s brief silence, 

the solace-filled conclusion of incomplete dreams, 

the dishevelled moment of waking up with a start, 

the reluctant star in the sky brightening at dawn, 

the unspoken sentences at farewell, 

the restless wind sentenced to solitary confinement, 

the body of fog seated on a throne, 

the reflection asleep on the river’s abysmal bed, 

the undiscovered mine of the most precious jewels, 

the outlines of lunacy engraved on space, and 

the untold story of lightning. 


You have, my dearest, always suffered 

all my inadequacies with a smile. 

I know I am not destined to bring you back once you've 
left. 

All I can do hereafter, tll the last day of my life, 

is to collect the fragments of what you are 

and try to piece them together. 
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9 REPORTS OF YOUR GRIEVOUS INJURY 


Reports of your grievous injury 
have reached us here. 


You surely had 

prior knowledge. 

You hear the storm’s first breath 
before it breaks, 

you know each single flower 

before it becomes a bud, 

and you have foreknowledge 

of the river's murmur, of the shape 

of every passing cloud. 

You surely knew, before the sun rose today, 
what the day would bring. 

Like all other days and all other events, 
this day and its events 

were your own handiwork, 

but you delude people into believing 
it was all an accident. 


I sometimes wish 

I would, unknown to you, 
become your accomplice. 
But, a moment later, 

I give up this thought 

and apologise to this body 
for my years of neglect. 

I beg it to give me 

tears and pain 

that do not occur in your scheme, 
a second gift of youth 

that will bewilder you, 

and years will pass 

before you recover your wits 
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and resume the frolic 
of dying. 


Those will be the years 

when, while you look at the blue river, 
you will forget who you are; 

when flowers will frighten you 

with their mutiny of colour; 

when you will forget that your will was the law 
governing all objects in space; 

when you will writhe in pain; 

when, like a patient writhing in pain, 
you will look at me; 

and when your eyes will ask me 

like the eyes of a patient 

writhing in pain, 

to stay, 

to hold you in my arms. 


Iwish I had wings 

and reached you where your body 
writhes like a thunder robbed of its voice, 
or like a leaf imprisoned 

in a whirlwind’s unending moment 
of futile movement. 

I would then instal! 

everywhere in vour buddy a longing 
mouc ancient than your play 
engrossing men, women, and 

all universe. 

I would fill your veins 

with wayward blood, 

and lead your body tenderly 

to the river’s banks, 

to nights of small mischiefs 

and of joys larger than ourselves, 
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to knowledge wet with tears, 

to my arms, breasts and thighs 
where the blue marks you made 
shone with greater splendour 
than the whole solar system 
created by you. 


You belong to none. 

Everyone who comes to you 

is extinguished in your ruthless game 
of non-discrimination. 

I wish I could give you 

a true body, a body with ears 

that heard the voice of all my years 
of sorrow, envy and hope, 

a body with hands that wandered 
all over my body. 

You would perhaps then understand 
the smallness of all your universe, 
and the art of waiting for people 
either far away or dead. 

I would then instruct you 

in weeping for days for ever past, 
and in slipping away 

from drab life’s days and nights. 
All you have to do 

is to first hold a warm hand, 

its shadow thereafter, 

and begin walking. 

You will thus pass 

this life, 

and many others. 
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10 REPORTS OF YOUR PASSING AWAY 


Reports of your passing away 
have reached us here. 


Don’t count me 

among your widows, 

or among those who carry your body 
in funeral procession. 


Your body, mercifully, 
is far, far away. 


In the parting of my hair, 
the vermillion mark 

is brighter than ever. 
Now stop joking, 
become the bridegroom, 
and come. 


I wear 

the bride’s heavy silk 

and gold. 

My bangles 

tinkle and snub 

all scandals. 

You no longer are 

anyone’s father, son, husband. 
You are the pure naughtiness 
of our last night together, 
the voice, 

that teases me, 

and the touch that deflowers 
the virginity of my loneliness. 
Just when I'd start crying, 

you arrive and tickle 
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my lifeless longing 
into unrestrained laughter. 


When they deposit your body 
on the pyre, 

all that you ever meant to them 
will be consumed by the flames. 
They would return home 

and, a few days later, 

would fill your absence 

with thoughts of you 

and a thousand other things. 


My joy today 

is uncontrollable. 

If you had not died for them, 
you would not have become 
entirely mine. 


Since everyone believes you are dead, 
my journeys to the river bank 
will now be without fear. 

They will forget me, 

or sleep like the dead 

when I hold you in my arms, 
when your hands traverse 

my body, 

when I renounce all power 

to resist, or to speak, 

and when it is utterly impossible 
for me to die, 

or to live. 
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A KISSING EPISODE 


She kissed me. 

I too kissed her. 

How could she have known 

the thousand-fold greater deadliness 
of my poison? 


Her own poison, 

mixed with invisible teardrops, 

some milk, 

some fragrant breeze 

had become almost potable. 

my unadulterated poison, however, 
had taken a deep black colour 

because the shadow of my very last day 
fell on it. 


Cries of pain, 
which I alone could hear, 
rose from it like bubbles. 


How very much I struggled 

to bring down the lids on her eyes 

as large as all my future battlefields, 

to rearrange the hair on her forehead, 

and to draw the sari 

on her uncovered breasts! 

1 failed, for I had already become a hostage 
to my very first violent act. 


Possessor of insufficient poison, 

your infirmity is now far, far behind. 
Your voice is no longer the voice 

of other men’s schemes. 

The days of your not knowing yourself 
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have ended. 

However far and whichever way you travel, 
the road will always be 

your own unending beauty. 


Goodbye, then. 

Since you would soon stop considering 
your body as your own 

you would not remember 

the kiss you gave me, or 

the kiss I gave you. 


I, too, would have forgotten all this, 

but wherever ] sojourn, 

you would surely come and, waking me from sleep, 
ask, ‘These marks on your cheeks 

are surely not the marks of kisses. 

Tell me, then, how did you get them?’ 
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THE LISTENER 


She said, come, sit down, 

listen to the song I wrote with you in mind, 
may be today is the last day 

of our being with each other. 


The words of the song arrived 

like birds flapping their wings 

and coming from the season of ripening paddy, 
like rows of boats laden with moonlight, 

like a stream that ran away from its kinsfolk of ice, 
like a lamentation that had 

transformed its past into its future, 

like the cloud that erases mountains, 

like flowing tears in the disguise of words. 


The words of the song arrived thus. 

1 could never have been its theme. 
On the contrary, as 1 sat with her, 

I listened to the description of 

what I could have been but never was. 


I never belonged to that song. 

Where then was the song’s hero? 

Where was the handsome warrior 

who won every battle? 

Where was the door that opened to the realm of stars? 
The legend with a body of flesh and blood? 

Where was the lover who deserved the tears 
collected in several previous births? 


When she sang the song 

she wrote with me in mind, 

I stood outside that song, with my feet stuck 
in the mud of numerous dark nights. 
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My body, condemned by the history 

hat never left me, 

stood like an unfinished house 

abandoned by its builder. 

Who would see the tears of my soul? 

The river of her song, with its soft murmurs, 
flowed by me and, 

every moment, a part of my body, 

fell and sank into the mud. 
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ON MEETING FATHER 


1 started 

the moment my eyes fell on my father. 

He moved all right, but his eyes 

looked like the eyes of the dead — 

filled with indifference for whatever existed, 
his own son included. 

His pain, 1 thought, must be very large 

so that he looked at me 

as though not I but someone unknown to him 
had installed himself where I stood. 


Sitting in a crowd, he did not hear 
(and this came from long habit) 
bubbles arising from his own blood. 
He did not hear 

either the inconsolable wailing 

or the lisping words of my eyes. 

He did not raise his hand 

in a gesture of blessing when I began 
my journey between rows of raised swords. 
His pain, I thought, must be very large 
so that he had resolved 

to die his death all by himself. 


He had shut the windows and the doors 
opening to the world with a past 

and a future. 

He was clearly unaccustomed to any condition 
other than sitting, his wife beside him, 

silently in an enclosure of stone walls. 

He had forgotten all about the sun, 

the rain, rainbows, and prophets’ faces 
suffused with celestial light, 


and also about fat volumes of divine assurance 
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that ran into numerous editions. 

His pain, I thought, must be very large 
so that he no longer remembered 

all these memorable things. 


Every son is his father’s heir, 

even if the father pretended he did not know his son. 
Goodbye, father, I shall always treasure 

all that you have passed on to me. 

You taught me to cease to hope, 

the art of robbing memory of all its weapons, 

and, further, never to weep — 

not because of lack of compassion 

but because of understanding 

too large for tears. 
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MURDER ON THE AGENDA 


I know there is blood on my hands. 

I further know my hands will be stained 
with much further blood. 

But to stand amidst the crowd 

and throw bouquets on tyrants 

was not my intention of coming here. 


They will die someday. So will 1. 

And therefore, the restlessness of the night 

of unceasing rain 

instills its wildness 

into each of my days and each of my nights. 
My life, clearly, is contingent on their death. 
I shall no doubt die of the shame 

of continuing to live unless they die quickly. 


Unless they die quickly, 

how shall I explain to the moon 

the reason why my laughter has become a grimace? 
How shall I explain to that faraway woman 

the reason why I turned into stone? 

If they kill me, they will surely manufacture a legend 
to prove to people that my death had become 

sO necessary 

that, as soon as I fell, voices in the sky 

spoke, loudly and clearly, 

their thanksgiving for the assassins. 


Whether people believe them or do not 

is for them an irrelevant matter. 

They have never cared to understand 

why citizens of this country pray everyday 
that this life of theirs should be the very last 
on this planet. 
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If, on the contrary, I kill them 

it will be unnecessary to think up a story. 
Even their own widows, 

in the course of their lament, 

will never, never incite their children 

to avenge the murder of their fathers. 


And as soon as they die, I too shall go away. 
But where? I have absolutely no idea. 
Maybe that woman’s face would lead me on 
like a star 

to some place where the sword I had carried 
to kill myself 

would at once begin preparing itself 

for someone else’s murder. 


4€ 
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A REQUEST TO THE DEAD 


I offer this water to you, 

my father, grandfather and great-grandfather, 
and to you, soldiers and generals 

who fought for us and who fought against us 
and who were killed by this war. 

I stand here, on this battlefield, 

and give this water and this rice 

to you — you who must be hungry 

and thirsty. 


Ask for nothing 

other than water and rice. 

Don’t add to the long list 

of things I was not able to give. 

Be content with this water and this rice 
and return 

to wherever you came from. 


Consider this: the years 

I’ve spent with you were uany, 

and this: it will not be long 

before I join you wherever you sojourn. 
Had I possessed things 

other than this water and this rice, 
would I have denied them to you 

and asked you to return? 


Whatever I have 

other than this water and this rice 
are surely not appropriate offerings 
for departed souls. 

True, I traverse every day of my life 
with this baggage of withheld things, 


but whenever I look at them 
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1 disintegrate, and cry out 
with a voice that rends 
the heavens 

and the underworld. 


Tears fill my eyes 

when I make this offering 

of water and of rice. 

I know, when my turn comes, 
I shall have neither. 


Look, the sun has almost set. 

Now, go back to wherever you came from 

with the little water and the little rice I gave you. 
Look, I myself do not have 

either any water or any rice. 

Look, I’ve nothing except the few things 

I didn’t give you 

and kept with myself. 
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REMEMBER US 


You’re surely from some foreign land. 

Though the language you speak seems to be ours, 
not a single word of yours makes sense to us. 
Maybe you are talking to the stars 

or to the darkness risen above the faraway trees. 
As you walk away, every footstep ignites a fire 

that burns for sometime, and then is seen no more. 


As long as you are here, the wind becomes ochre. 
Drumbeats are ochre, every house 
has ochre plaster on its walls. 


Who are you? A warmonger 

descended on our country? 

A sorcerer from the underworld 
materialising in a second? 

Or are you the exquisite idol of some god, 
made of the summer’s rare rain? 


Go away, for as long as you are here, 

the fragrance of our own blood will stifle 
our breath, 

well shiver all night till sunrise, 

our hands, in their new-found mendicancy, 
will forget the art of wielding daggers 

and of hurling home-made bombs. 

We would then become a river 
imprisoned tll eternity in the reflection of stars, 
or a light illuminating the whole horizon, 
and visible when eyes are shut. 


Hunter without a spear 


and without bow and arrows, 
can’t you see your nearness shakes us 
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as a gale shakes the branches of trees? 

What are we, after all? 

Walking or flying animals, 

with no memory of the time of their birth; 
wanderers on the night’s innumerable streets 
and lanes 

in the journey away from their fate. 


Gather now every spark of fire 

thrown by your eyes. 

Go away, this is not your country. 

Your home is faraway in some forest, 
or near some road up in the mountains. 
Go away, but wherever you are, 

take pity on us 

and remember us, sometimes. 
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IT WAS EVENING WHEN HE CAME 


It was evening when he came. 

Sunlight was nowhere except in his eyes. 
It singed us, we ran 

and hid ourselves in the darkness 

of our lifetime. 

We’d have asked him where he came from 
and where he was travelling to, 

but we did not, we were afraid 

what he’d say would make us all 

untrue, unreal. 


The moment he arrived 

it rained and rained, 

thunders shook the earth, 

and the sky glowed 

with unceasing lightning: 

We’d have asked him if we could 

give him some food, a room for the night, 
but we didn’t, we were afraid 

to venture out in so dark a night. 


When we first saw him 

we thought we had known him 

all our lives, met him and spoken to him 
in dream after dream. 

In a short while, however, we understood 
he didn’t belong here and he alone knew 
why he chose to be here. 


He was the river that forgets 

every transiting boat, 

the cloud that never stops, 

the insatiable hunger and the insatiable thirst 
for all that we are after. 
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We had, we knew at once, 
no reprieve. 


He left before dawn broke. 

We bathed, put on fresh clothes 

and came out of our hoses. 

We saw, on the branch of a tree, 

an owl! that had overstayed the night. 
While we wondered if, in fact, 

there was a visitor last evening, 

we found it was time to die. 
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THE BEGGAR 


Whatever the weather — hot, rainy or cold — 

I traverse the unending years. 

As soon as 1 arrive, some doors are shut in my face 
and, from behind some other doors, 

houseowmers, long before I’ve asked, 

give away things 

they no longer need. 


I’m given, for example, 

kisses beginning with sunset and ending with sunrise, 

embraces resembling the last night 

of the dark fortnight, 

an immobilised smile on the face 

of a blood-stained corpse, 

spectacles of one who was dearer than the giver’s own life, 

the long-ago climate of eyes, 

the deep breath of someone who rested on someone 
else’s shoulders, 

the insult preceding suicide, 

and the incendiary curses of angry gods and goddesses. 


I had asked for none of these, 

but a beggar must accept whatever he is given. 
He mingles sunlight and moonlight in his bowl, 
takes out a handful or two 

and cooks it over a fire he lights with his own bones. 
He then goes to sleep 

ull he is awakened at dawn 

by the cuckors’s summons. 


At night, however, 

I’m an emperor. 

I'd give away with both my hands 
all that people needed if only 
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they informed me of what all they've lost. 

If someone needed salvation above every other thing, 

I’d happily die for him. 

If I found someone trembling because his last day was 
near, 

I’d laugh away god, hell, etc., 

and ask him to go die without worrying, 


I'd gladly be a giver, 

but where, in the whole universe, is a single taker? 
Everyone I meet believes 

a beggar is a beggar 

at day, and at night. 


I came here as a beggar, 

and, as a beggar, I must go 
when the time for going comes. 
I'd take away nothing, 

not even a page from my poems 
that were applauded by some, 
and reviled by some others. 
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WE COULD HAVE BEEN LOVERS 


To begin with, shoot me at the chest, 

to the right; and then to the left. 

If I don’t die, press your gun’s barrel 

against my temple, and then pull the trigger. 

If, even then, I live on, 

tell yourself you were not destined to be my killer, 
or, maybe, I existed 

elsewhere, not where you saw me. 


It’s also not unlikely that your gun 

was a toy gun, not a real gun. 

It’s not as if this has happened for the first time. 
Haven't we played at being lovers, 

friends, enemies, or two persons 

who never knew each other? 


Haven't I strutted about with the sun as my crown? 
Haven’t you draped yourself with the seven seas? 
I have ventured to the world’s end 

and found, on my return, 

time immobilised where you rested. 

But now? Of all that we did 

because we thought it was true and worth doing, 
what remains? 


I must however go on like this. 

You, too, have no other choice. 

True, something inside us will cry out 
in pain of all this untruth. 

Legs would not move, fingers 

would freeze for ever on the trigger. 
My hands, on their way to your hands, 
would suddenly become thin air. 

All we’d hear would be our footfalls 
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becoming farther and farther, 

words uttered by our souls that imagined 
they inhabited each other, 

the noise of trains arriving and departing, 
and voices of lips, of eyes, of sunlight, 
of blood, of history, 

of gods and goddesses, 

of earthquakes and of 

jasmines. 


Shall we resume our play? But how? 

Years passed, but we never learnt loving 

The stars we saw when we looked out of our window 
were embers within our souls. 

Haven't I come out with spears and grenades, 

and you as a fury 

with a scimitar in one hand 

and a saucepan for blood in the other? 

Haven’t we left the moonlight in our bedroom 
and arrived at the harsh midday of the battlefield? 
Haven’t we maimed each other with lethal weapons 
and then nursed each other in hospitals? 

Was all that mere play, 

or our fate — a fate like a ship 

stalled at midsea, with only two of us on board? 


What all we did was no different from 
What all we didn’t do 

in the long years of our unreal love 
and unreal lack of love. 


Now, now, what’s this, 

this onrush of tears in your eyes! 

Unlucky me! I can’t ask you to forget it all, 
I can’t wipe away your tears. 
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I’M LEAVING BEHIND 


I am leaving behind all my shirts 

and all my trousers. Who in this house 
would ever need these? 

My son is taller, has broader shoulders 
and all others who live here 

are women or children. 

I’m leaving behind all my books 

of which I’ve read only a few. 

Whenever I sat down to read 

I was called upon to attend to some work 
that was urgent, undeferrable, 

or oftener, 

I found their contents well above my head. 
I’m leaving behind rainbows, birdsong, 
nights dripping with rain that never stops, 
and mornings that arrive with very bad news 
about this country, other countries, 

or someone who was very close, very dear. 
I’m leaving behind God. Maybe He'll come 
long after I’ve left. 

Tell him, if He comes, I waited for Him 
everyday till my last day. 

I’m leaving behind my body which, 

1 am told, had in it something 

undying, exquisite beyond words. 

What did it have, after all, 

other than words without sound 

and a notebook inscribed with names 

of men and women who were my donors? 
Make sure, when you cremate me, 

that the notebook is fully burnt, 

that not a scrap falls into the hands 

of anyone whose name is listed therein. 
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I said to the clouds, ‘Come, let’s go home. 

‘They came, and followed me 

to my permanent address beyond the mountains 

where I spend my days with sunrises and sunsets 

that occur and cease in a single moment, 

where the night caresses my past, my present and my 
future 

like a zoo-keeper caressing a tiger, 

where a dream of long ago dressed in moonlight 

stands barring every exit to death. 


When I travelled with the clouds behind me, 

I left my ramshackle body, 

I left schools, offices, temples, shops, 
marriages, funerals, 

and all my hopes and fears. 

I told them all: Goodbye to you, 

and goodbye to the unreality you all have been. 


When I travelled with the clouds behind me, 

I heard the sea’s summons, 

and the summons of some narrow forest track, 
of sand-dunes in deserts, 

of she-ghosts lodged in the tamarind tree 

1 walked past everyday when I was a child, 

of faces without eyes, 

and of invisible hands 

that erase all sleep. 


What did they — those who call me now — 

do throughout all the years that are behind me now? 
How often, when my breath almost stopped, 
have I not dragged myself to the windows 

and to the doors? 
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Maybe, I thought, there was someone 

who stood outside the doors, 

knocking them impatiently, and saying, 

open the doors, I’ve something to tell you, only you. 


And what did I hear when I stood 

near the doors and windows? 

I heard an invitation to join their ranks in some war, 
I heard the syllabus of hatred. 

I’m sad, for whatever I heard long, long ago 

is no longer heard. 

But then I’m lucky too, for whatever I hear now 
is heard briefly, 

and then is heard no more. 


From now on, good luck and bad luck 

are the same thing, 

and getting is the same thing as not getting, 
Winning is no different from losing. 

From now on, there is neither the body, 
nor memory. 

The calendar’s pages have been blown away, 
and all that remains is a faded picture. 


But why are my eyes wet? 

Am 1 pining for the place I left behind? 
Be brave, my heart, put out the last fire 
in your eyes and in your spine. 

What are you? Are you yourself not 

a cloud, like all those other clouds 

that keep you company? 


58 


Digitized by srujanika@gmail.com 


POEMS 
GRAMMAR 


Here there are charred bodies of men, women and children 
in railway compartments. 

Look, there is not a single living person anywhere 
and, on both sides of every street, 

there are broken houses. 

Move on. Move where? 

To another village? To another town? 

It’s the same everywhere. 

Stench of charred bodies, 

necks cut, 

stomachs split. 

That’s what you’d find everywhere. 


There are large holes in the walls of words. 

Not a single sentence has doors or windows. 
All proper nouns are either dead 

or are lodged in refugee camps. 

All good-looking, well-meaning adjectives have left 
by train, in trucks, 

or by foot in the darkness of night. 

If some of them are still aroun 

they must be hiding in the houses of their relatives. 
A few gangster-verbs, 

carrying lethal weapons and petrol cans, 

rule the streets and marketplaces. 


Come, children, join the new schools we’ve opened. 

We’ve sacked the teachers who taught age-old grammar. 
Whatif, from now on, 

you can’t tell the girls in your class 

what birds, flowers, the moon and the rainbow look like? 
You'll surely move on 

from one class to the next higher class, 

from being men... if only I knew the opposite word, 

I’d have told you where. 
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WHERE ARE THEY? 


1 was shot inside the temple premises 

but I’ve come back 

because I found it impossible to live 

without Rafiq, the shoe-seller, 

without Zachariah who ran a bakery shop, 
and without Kishan Lal who sold shirts 

at prices far lower than prices in other shops. 


Tomorrow, or day-after-tomorrow, 

they would be told I was among those 

who were killed in the shoot-out in the temple. 
I’ve come back 

to proclaim that the news of my death 

was an unfounded rumour. 

Since I had never lived all by myself, 

how could I have died all by myself? 


I’m sure Rafiq and his wife 

will skin him alive who said 

‘By Allah’s grace, 

there is now one Kaftir less in the world.’ 
Zachariah, sitting behind his counter 

with stacks of loaves and jars of biscuits would curse me, 
for the tea he’d ordered for both of us 

had turned cold. 

Kishan Lal’s face would be dark with remorse. 
I too had toiled as hard as he, 

but, he would be saying to himself, 

what did I take when I left? 


This is not the first time I’ve died, 

but every time I died, 

1 came back to meet those with whom I went to school, 
and those with whom 1 sat down to tea. 
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I looked for them, found them, 

and, together, we laughed over 

escapades of priests, mullahs and missionaries. 
We wished God had the good luck 

to escape from their stranglehold. 

When we married, 

our wives became sisters and our children 
became cousin-brothers and cousin-sisters 

to each other. 


I had looked at the man who shot me 
and was sad beyond words. 

Poor chap, what does he live on? 

The hatred he feeds on every day 

can’t taste as good as Zachariah’s tea. 
His son would never sit on his shoulders 
And say, ‘Now, run my horse, run.’ 

His daughter would never rush to him 
And install herself on his lap. 


I came back to meet 

Rafiq, Zachariah and Kishan Lal. 

But where are they? 

There is no shoc shop, bakery shop, shirt shop. 
Did I really die, or 

I’m alive, but they all have 

moved away with their shops 

To some place where people don’t die 

of bullets marked with God’s name? 
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LINES ADDRESSED TO HER 
NON-RESIDENT PRESENCE 


I had thought 
I had forgotten you entirely. 


And then, one day, I quarrelled 

with everyone — with wife, children, 
with Government and God. 

Before the quarrel ended, I walked away, 
and stood near the window. 

Outside the window 

A moonlit fog extended 

tll the world’s end. 


You were there, draped in 

clothes made of the trees and the shrubs 
on the river’s banks. 

A smile glimmered 

on your melancholy skin. 

In your eyes there was 

a rain-wet paddy field that never ended. 
Your uncombed hair fluttered in the wind 
like leaves of sugarcane. 

Your mouth, half-open and half-shut, 

stood where all dialogue terminates. 

Your legs rose from the dark depths of dreams. 
Your body shook, and every single letter 
of your name 

was written in the indelible ink of time past. 


I knew you would leave soon. 

How could you stay 

unless the time for staying came? 
Wherever you go, an outreaching hand 
can touch the stars, 
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the steamer arrives every morning 

to say good morning to women 

who hold entire rivers in their eyes, 

the earth and the outer space are one, 

the eyes of eyes and the ears of ears 

walk about in shaded coconut groves, 

and gods and goddesses stand at your doorsteps 
yearning for morsels of benediction 

flowing from your meditation on yourself. 


After you leave, what remains? 

Bare rocks, the moonlight’s darkness 

erasing all future, 

several blood-stained years, dead soldiers 
guarding unused gunpowder on the sea-bed, 
and the desolate road I must walk on 

till the last day of my life. 


Go, then, with so few days left to me, 

a change in my condition can no longer be 
the subject-matter of hope. 

I now have fever almost everyday, 

nerves from the waist to the heels ache, 
and, if I rise up without proper precaution 
I feel 1 am descending 

into some bottomless depth. 

The skin is loose and dry, the weight 

has fallen, maybe someday now 

my breath will stop somewhere inside the lungs. 
I would have notified all this to you, 

but then, didn’t you and I discover long ago 
that news of this kind was utterly useless 
both for you and for me? 
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BECAUSE I DIDN’T STAY 


1 
I’ve nothing to say to you. 


You’ve heard me. 

Why don’t you go away? 

Why do you rummage my throat for words? 
Why do you seek a little shade in my eyes? 
Why do you look at my hands 

as though I’m holding a towel? 


I’ve nothing to say to you. 

I don’t know you, though I concede, 
You’re handsome — so handsome 
that one’d love to go on looking at you. 
Your body however is bruised, 

as bruised as our history. 

You're like a beautiful idol 

that has already raised one foot 

and moved one hand 

as though, in a moment, 

it'd hold my hand. 


Stop it. Don’t hold my hand. 
Look, it’s about 9.30 A.M. 

I’ve a lot of work to do. 

Move on, its time for me to go. 


2 
The one I met at my doors this morning, 
where’s he now? 


What is he doing? 


As soon as I think of him 
my eyes are filled with tears 
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as though the eyes are full 

with dust of some faraway desert. 

It’s like wanting to weep 

when one sees a spastic child laughing. 

It’s like the whole inside being torn to shreds 
when, before it has arrived, 

one imagines the letter containing 

very, very bad news 

would reach him any moment now. 


Curse on me! Why didn’t I 

stay with him a little longer? 

Why didn’t I summon the rain 

to enter our weather 

and wash his body clean? 

Why didn’t I plead with the wind 

to blow away, from his mind, 

the debris of terrible events? 

I wish I had asked him to sit 

with me, at the pond’s edge, 

and admire the blue and red water lilies, 
to listen to the cuckoo 

hidden among mango blossoms, 

to light incense sticks 

on the grave of a saint and seek his blessings. 


What did I do with all that 

I didn’t give him, kept with myself? 
The stuff was rotten 

and its stink 

stifled my breath. 


3 
Lord, grant me these few small things. 
Let me forget him. 
Protect my dreams from the tyranny of the fire 
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from which he emerged like an angel 
and to which he returned 

like an angel. 

Let the road I take everyday — 

the same road he took to come to my doors — 
go under the sea. 

May the language I could use 

to dismember myself 

never, never occur to me. 

And let his unreality 

be inscribed on the walls 

of every house of worship. 


Let him become a bird, 

or a butterfly, 

let him fly away to the sanctuary 
near your feet. 
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THE SONG 


That song — I’ve stopped 

for a whole lifetime whenever 

and wherever I’ve heard it. 

I first heard it one day long, long ago, 
at seven in the evening. 

I had got down from the train 

and walked towards the house of the girl 
(we were classmates in the college) 

I'd fallen in love with. 

That song came out of a wayside shop, 
walked by my side, and left 

when I was four houses away from hers. 


It kept coming back to me, 

sometimes as a rainbow, sometimes as a cloud, 
sometimes as a hill stream, 

or as a gust of wind, 

or as a woman who didn’t care how she looked 
and yet was prettier than all others. 

Everytime I see it I remember 

I'd travelled that day without a ticket. 

I was an unauthorised traveller 

and an unauthorised companion 

of that song. 


Every time it emerged from 

whatever form it had taken 

I removed myself, stood 

far, far away fromit, 

from butterflies that spent hours 

before girls’ hostels occupied by flowers, 
from temples deserted at midnight, 
from roads where sunlight and shadows 
didn’t let each other move, 
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from men who never came back home 

from hospitals, from the book 

that told the story of the scatterbrained woman 
crushed by a truck, 

from the sea, the river, and the sky’s 

innermost room with a ceiling of stars. 

All my life I’ve run away 

from the myriad shapes that song took 

and sought a place it had not reached. 


In the very last year of my life 

1 arrived at another country’s capital. 

I was invited to an evening of 

speeches and music 

in memory of those an earthquake killed 
three years ago. 


The meeting over, 
nearly a thousand men and women 
waited for the music. 


A pretty young woman, dressed in blue, 
came on the stage. 

As soon as I saw her I knew 

my life, spent far away from her, 

was accursed. 

She sang, but her song, too, 

was the song I’ve always feared. 

Doesn’t my fate hold anything 

other than this song 

that dismembers my soul? 


I then said to myself — 

haven't 1 lived long enough 

in terror of this song? 

In this very last year of my life, 
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let me be myself and meet it 
face to face. 

Poor song, it will live on 

long after I’ve left, 

will walk all the way to her house 
every day, and, every day 

return broken-hearted. 


I then made up my mind. 

The next time I meet this song 

I'll go near it and say — 

come, let’s get under one quilt, 
what would you give me? I promise 
I'd give you that evening 

when we were together, 

near her house. 
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THESE HILLS 


These hills followed me wherever I went, 
to South America, to China, to Sweden 
and to many faraway countries. 

Travelling with them was no hassle, 

for they effaced themselves, like teardrops. 
Did animals live in them? I’m not sure. 

I haven’t seen any in the many years 

of our sojourn together. 

If there was a bear somewhere, 

it must have become a companion of ghosts 
of hermits meditating 

from sunrise to sunset. 


The toddy-palm tree 

almost at the top of these hills 

was the same tree from year to year. 

Every single leaf stuck to its tree 

when the wind was strong or when it rained, 
women with headloads of firewood 

spoke sometimes to each other. 

These hills answered every question 

I had asked when I was twenty-eight. 


These hills are now desolate. 

Was then all that I saw once upon a time 

a phantasm, like myself, like all the men and women, 
I had met? They are born, take out their cattle to graze, 
work in fields, go to the market on market days, 
and then, one day, die. 


After they are dead, what remains? 

After the bird has flown away, what remains? 
Does the house they once lived in remember 
their names? Does the road 
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remember its travellers of long ago? 
Do the hills remember 
their firewood gatherers? 


I’ve made up mind. It’s time 

to lodge these hills where they once stood. 
I’m no longer the one they once followed 
leaving behind their own nights and days. 
How have times changed! 

My hands return, shamefaced, 

every time I seek to touch these hills, 

their stones, their trees. 


I hear wild beasts roaring and grunting, 

I see headless peacocks descending from nowhere 
and dancing in meadows of blood-curdling dreams. 
The sound of hell’s doors opening 

sends panic-struck stars 

scurrying for their lives. 


Someone lived near these hills 

and didn’t move house when these hills left. 
I'll deposit them with her. 

I haven’t touched her and would not, 

as long as I live, touch her. 

Her eyes speak to me: don’t despair, 

umes will surely change, in some later birth 
you’d arrive here, I’d come out 

and give you the sunlight of these foothills 
and moonlight and the whole night's teardrops 
trickling from these leaves 

and teardrops trickling from my eyes. 
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SIX MINUTES 
WITH THE HEROINE 


The play has ended. 


The hero who, 

undone by treason, 
stabbed himself to death 
sits on a chair, 

smokes a cigarette 

and drinks tea from a tumbler. 
The untrue heroine — 
her back turned to me — 
washes her make-up 
with tap water. 

From the rear 

she looks as limitless 

as a mountain range 

in moonlight. 

From the rear 

she is a river of crystal 
that flows and flows 

as rivers flow. 


She tums around. 

She now stands 

under a tree 

with red, red fruits 

on every branch. 

Her eyes are looking out 
for someone 

every where, as far as 
the desolate horizon. 


Her eyebrows 
are dark clouds 
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portending imminent rain. 
Flowering jasmine shrubs 
grow on the blood-red stones 
of her lips. 


If 1 could 

join my lips to hers 

and if she shut her eyes 
for a minute, 

I too would stab myself 
to death 

if she said, 

‘go, kill yourself . 


She has left 

the stage and the hall. 
She holds my hand 

and says, 

‘Let’s walk together 

for sometime.’ 

I obey her, 

but who’s he 

who walks alongside 
holding her hand? 

He’s made of 

sunlight and, 

like sunlight, 

arrives at her courtyard. 
In the courtyard 

he’s given rice with ghee, 
and dal 

on a banana leaf. 

With the first mouthful 
he’s full. 


Someone’s 


deep breathing 


POFMS 
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summons him. 

He becomes air 
and arrives at the doors 
resplendent 

with her smile. 

A little later, 

he becomes 

the joy of peacocks 
that have sensed 
the coming of rain 
and spread out 
their plumes. 


He’s without 

a body — 

a considerable advantage, 
for he can travel to 

pure light, 

far, far away 

from death’s darkness. 


I can no longer 
see her. 
She, perhaps, 


has reached her home. 


Tonight was the play’s 

last night. 

Beginning with tomorrow, 
I’d never, never see her 
on the stage, or 

on her homeward street. 


So what? 

I'd forever live with 
all that I became 

in the six minutes 
we walked together. 
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LOVERS AT THE CONDOLENCE MEETING 


1 
‘No, no, don’t ask me 
to be a speaker today, 
he said, and pulling a chair, 
sat down in the very last row 
of the meeting hall. 


On his right cheek 

a shaft of the afternoon sun 

was packing its bags. 

He looked, as though a page 

after the last page of a book he had read 
stood outside the meeting hall 

and wanted to speak to him. 


As long as the meeting lasted 

he thought whatever he did 

didn’t amount to anything, 

neither what he was ready to die for 
nor the time that would surely come 
after he was through with all his work. 
When she left, she took away 

all that she and he had lived for. 

He then became 

smaller and smaller, 

wholly non-descript. 

After the last speaker had spoken 
he rose and quietly 

left the meeting hall. 


She was not asked to speak. 
She sat in the fourth row, 
on a chair close to the door. 
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She looked at the sky. 

The sky didn’t have a single cloud. 
A single teardrop 

was nowhere in her eyes. 

All she saw, 

both inside and outside, 

was empty, desolate. 

She didn’t hear 

the voice she had known so long. 
Whatever he would have said 

had he found time and words 
became an earthquake. 

The years she had lived and the years she would live 
rushed out in panic 

out of their ruined houses. 


They stood like beggars. 

I, too, am a beggar woman. 

What do I possess? Neither a single letter, 
nor a single of his hopes and remorses 
that had free passage 

through my body’s doors and windows, 
neither our first coming-together 

nor our very last parting 

made up of wood, earth and 


dying sunlight. 


On her way back she thought she heard 
someone sobbing and saying — 

why did you go to that meeting? 

to hear others assuring you 

I would never, never come back? 
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LOVERS AT THE RAILWAY STATION 


They sat on a bench 

in the platform of the railway station. 
They leaned on each other and, 

when a train arrived, 

moved away a little from each other. 


A train arrived. For a short while, 

there was some clamour, 

people got off and boarded compartments. 
The platform teemed with noisy vendors 
of tea, paan, bidis and cigarettes. 

When, a little later, 

the train left, they again moved 

close to each other. 


They didn’t see the railway tracks, 

the platform, or the iron grill 

where the platform ended. 

They thought where they stood was a foothill 
on the banks of a gurgling hill-stream. 
Clouds began to gather and, 

from nowhere, a peacock descended. 


They looked at each other. 

One asked the other, 

where should we go if it rained? 

The other said, not only when it rains, 
we’ll be inside each other 

always, as long as we live. 


The one who had spoken first said, 

you always run away from the everyday world. 
Tell me, after one of us leaves, 

where would the other live? 


Digitized by srujanika@gmail.com 


RAMAKANTA RATH 


78 


They had not returned. 

A train had just come into the platform. 
A bomb suddenly went off, 

and the platform’s roof over their bench 
fell like a mountain of debris. 
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There is enormous sadness underpinning Ramakanta Rath'’s 
poetry, all the more powerful for being expressed simply . .. 
Perhaps the only poet as haunted by the poignancy of love 
passing was Pablo Neruda. 


I know of no other poet who achieved so intense and profound a 
poem of love (as Sri Radha} — a masterpiece of remorseless 
uncovering of the ever unfulfilled experience of erotic love that 
aspires to union with the divine which lies beyond human reach 
in this life. 

Kathleen Raine 


